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Purpose of the 
University
• Central purpose of the University is 
the pursuit of truth, discovery of new 
knowledge (research), and reasoned 
criticism of intellectual & cultural 
traditions (Cardinal Newman).
• Diversity of thought and ideas 
central to freedom of inquiry, 
expression and discussion.
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Academic Freedom and 
the University
• Academic freedom central to 
unfettered inquiry, expression and 
discussion.
• Rights enshrined in Academic 
Freedom are not unfettered.
• Academic Freedom governed by 
“formal/logical” truth – fact as fact 
(in the absence of proof to the 
contrary) and opinion as opinion.
3
Rogers: Relationship Between Academic Freedom and Tenure: Challenges for
Published by The Keep, 2008
Academic Freedom and 
the Law
• Academic Freedom not clearly defined 
(Standler 2000).
• The concept originated in Germany in 
the 1800s to keep teaching in the Arts 
& Sciences free from outside 
interference.
• AAUP 1915 statement covered 
individual and instructional freedom.
• Academic Freedom not protected by 
legal doctrine or the First Amendment.  
At best it is a quasi-legal concept.
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Individual and Institutional 
Academic Freedom
• Two levels of freedom; both under attack 
from inside and outside of the academy.
• Individualized academic freedom meant to 
insulate professors from institutional and 
community interference, in the realm of 
teaching, inquiry (research) and discourse 
related to the field.  This is different from 
but often confused with First Amendment 
rights.
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Academic Freedom 
(Cont’d)
• Individual AF recognizes that 
creativity and openness flourish best  
with lower levels of supervision.
• Institution-based academic freedom 
meant to insulate the university from 
interference by political and 
community forces (notions of Town 
& Gown)
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Threats to Academic 
Freedom
• 1. Academic Freedom has become 
traditional; most academicians lack a true 
understanding of what it is and what it is 
not. 
• Like a family with a long standing tradition 
(the wife & the ham), we have lost track of the 
reason for being and the effectiveness of 
academic freedom as a defense against 
interference. AF is weakened when it is 
invoked as a protection for things for 
which it was not intended (there you go again).
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Threats (Cont’d)
• 2. Challenges from within the professoriate 
itself – violations of the tenets while 
claiming its protections.
• 3. Belief that there is linkage between 
academic freedom and tenure and that 
only through tenure can academic freedom 
be attained or preserved.
• Such linkage is a myth that can be 
answered by the question: Do assistant 
professors have academic freedom?
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Threats (Cont’d)
• Academic freedom is an ally to all professors –
tenured, tenure track, non-tenure earning, part-
time/adjunct faculty.
• It is the life blood of the academy. It is the right to 
inquire (research) and discuss ideas regardless of 
how controversial they might be.
• Tenure converts faculty from “employment at will”
status to one who cannot be removed without “just 
cause” – it is employment-based, not expression-
(research and discourse) based.  Tenure is not 
academic freedom in and of itself, though it can 
and does provide a feeling of security to faculty.
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Threats (Cont’d)
• When linked inextricably to 
tenure we devalue Academic 
Freedom to the professoriate 
and seek to deny it to those 
who are as yet untenured or 
those who may not be in 
positions that grant tenure.
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Threats (Cont’d)
• 4. Lack of tolerance for 
Diversity in all its forms, but 
especially when it comes to 
diversity of ideas (inquiry).
• Acting as more than 
gatekeepers of knowledge via 
the peer review process.
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Threats (Cont’d)
• 5. Lack of understanding or 
unwillingness to acknowledge 
academic freedom across 
departments (math and sciences 
versus the arts and humanities).
• This threat expressed in terms of 
criteria for hiring, publishing, tenure 
& promotion.
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• These threats can come from 
the community and in turn 
affect individual academic 
freedom.
• These threats embodied in 
terms like accountability and 
mandates of all types.
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Institutional AF (Cont’d)
• Real test of institutional academic 
freedom is the extent to which 
universities free to determine:
• i. who is admitted
• ii. What may be taught (course & 
content)
• Who may teach (under challenge by 
accreditation agencies)
• How the subject is to be taught.
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Institutional AF (Cont’d)
• Universities in danger of being 
run from outside.
• Government and accreditation 
agencies threaten institutional 
academic freedom by being too 
prescriptive.  This in turn 
threatens individual academic 
freedom.
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Institutional AF (Cont’d)
• For example, adoption of new 
articulation rules at the federal 
level threatens academic 
freedom as it takes course 
evaluation decisions away from 
faculty and places it in the 
hands of a government agency. 
Where is the professoriate when 
there is a REAL threat?
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Institutional AF (Cont’d)
• To this add mandates on credit 
hours for graduation and state 
mandated general education 
courses – once the very core of 
what the professoriate 
determined.
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CONCLUSION
• Academic Freedom – sadly  
misunderstood by the 
professoriate.
• While it is being attacked and 
eroded from within and without,
those who speak of it most are 
deafeningly silent!
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